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After a long day fighting crime on the streets of Sydney, Detective Inspector Hugo Barnes entered his apartment’s living room expecting to see only his girlfriend Sharon Babbage. Instead, a drug dealer called Bert Tangey stood behind Sharon with his pistol pressed against her temple. Her beautiful features were distorted with terror.

Barnes sent Tangey to prison ten years ago. He had heard that Tangey would be released soon. However, Tangey had obviously been released sooner than he expected and broken into his apartment, thirsting for revenge.

Barnes instinctively pulled out his pistol and aimed at Tangey, who slipped further behind Sharon and snarled. “Don’t be stupid. Put it down, or I’ll blow her brains out.”

“What do you want?”

Tangey bared picket-fence teeth. “Do what I say!”

Barnes nodded. “Alright, alright, I’ll put it down.”

“Good. On the table, and step back. One false move and she’s dead.”

Barnes carefully placed his pistol on the table and stepped back.

Fortunately, for all concerned, this was not a real-life situation. A film crew was shooting a scene for the television series, Barnes’ Law, on a studio soundstage. So far, the scene had gone well. The actors hit their marks and remembered their lines.

However, Alan Bignall, the actor playing Hugo Barnes, suddenly stepped out of character and glared at the director, Gus Knowles, standing between two television cameras. “Shit, Gus, this is wrong, all wrong. My character would never lay down his pistol like that.” 

Knowles resembled a koala wearing chunky headphones. He frowned and waved his arms. “Cut, cut, stop filming.” He glared at Bignall. “What the hell are you talking about, Alan?”

“This is bullshit. Smart cops don’t surrender their weapons. That’s the first rule. Hugo would never do that. This feels totally fake.”

Cheeks and headphones quivered. “Of course it’s fake: this is a fucking TV show. It’s supposed to be fake.”

“Not this fake. Who wrote this shit?”

Jack Teese, the Head Writer for Barnes’ Law, was, as usual, lurking on set to watch the filming. He stepped forward. “Me - I wrote it.”

A surprised look. “Oh, hi, Jack, I didn’t know you were here.”

Jack Teese was in his early 40s with a tangle of thick dark hair, moderately tall and moderately handsome. “Well, I am. What’s wrong with it?”

“It feels silly, mate. Hugo Barnes would never surrender his pistol. He should take out Tangey with a snapshot, like a gunfighter, that sprays Tangey’s blood all over Sharon. Then, when Hugo and Sharon embrace, she spreads Tangey’s blood all over Hugo. Kinda symbolic, huh?”

“How?”

“Umm, just symbolic. But when Hugo puts down his pistol, it makes me - I mean, Hugo - look piss-weak.”

Three years ago, Bignall was a jobbing actor and part-time waiter. Nobody ever accused him of being a good actor. However, he had a solid jawline, mesomorphic build and some raffish charm. He was cast as Hugo Barnes and soon became wildly popular. He proved that, when television viewers glance up from their smartphones and tune out their screaming kids, they prefer seeing good looks to good acting.

At first, Bignall was grateful for his big break and accepted the scripts that Jack provided. However, as his popularity surged, he grew more assertive and insisted that his character shift from expressing deep and complex feelings to focusing on action and violence.

Jack said: “No, it doesn’t. Surrendering his pistol is a clever move.”

“Why?”

“He’s laying a trap. He puts down his pistol to make Tangey relax. Then he pulls out the pistol hidden behind his belt and shoots the bastard in the chest.”

“I know, I read that, but I still think he should take a snapshot, like a gunfighter. Boom!”

“Putting down his pistol also makes him look brave and sensitive.”

“How?”

“He’s worried that he’ll miss Tangey and hit Sharon. He’d rather risk his life than hers.”

Directors and editors usually hid Bignall’s sole physical defect, narrow-set eyes, from the public. Those eyes now went squirrelly. “I don’t see that.”

“Well, I do, and I’m the writer.”

Karen Maitland, who played Sharon Babbage, intervened. “Alan, listen to Jack. He’s taking sense. This isn’t a Western, and no-one is spraying blood all over me, anyway.”

Gus Knowles joined the fray. “Alan, you got the script two weeks ago and had plenty of time to complain. Too late now.”

“Jack’s here to do rewrites.”

“Only line rewrites, not scene rewrites.”

Jack nodded. “Correct.”

“You’re all ganging up on me.”

“Yep.”

A sigh. “Shit. OK then, let’s finish the scene. But you’re all wrong.”

Gus Knowles said: “Objection noted. Now, let’s keep going.”

Jack stayed and watched the crew shoot the rest of the scene. After Hugo Barnes laid down his pistol, Tangey released Sharon and lowered his pistol. Hugo immediately reached behind his back, dragged out his spare pistol and shot Tangey twice in the chest. Squibs exploded and sprayed fake blood. Tangey toppled over and dropped his pistol. Hugo stepped forward and kicked it away.

He knelt beside Tangey. “Welcome to freedom!”

Tangey coughed blood. “Fuck you. Get me an ambulance.”

“Too late. You should have stayed in prison.”

Tangey grunted, issued a long death rattle and expired.

Hugo rose, took the trembling Sharon in his arms and stroked her hair. “It’s alright, Baby, it’s alright.”

Gus Knowles yelled “Cut” and looked around. “Everyone happy?” 

Amid a chorus of positive responses, Bignall said: “No.”

Knowles scowled at him. “You don’t count. Alright folks, let’s call it a day. See you back here tomorrow morning for Scene 24.

Alan Bignall and Karen Maitland were lovers off-screen as well as on-screen. For the last year, their relationship had excited plenty of social media gossip, and they were often photographed together at red-carpet events. Bignall now shuffled over to Karen and frowned. “I thought you, at least, would give me some support.”

A pout. “You didn’t deserve it. The scene was fine. But forget about that. I’m starving. Are you taking me out to dinner?”

“Can’t, I’m afraid. Got to visit my mother. You can come too, if you want?”

“I’d rather chew glass.”

“She’s not that bad.”

“Yes, she is.” Karen glanced around and saw Jack. “But don’t worry, I’m sure Jack will take me to dinner.” She stared at Jack. “You will, right?”

They were good friends who often dined together. “Of course.”

“Good.”

Bignall glared at Jack. “OK, but keep your hands off her, understand?”

Karen laughed. “Don’t worry. Jack is a gentleman.”

“So you say.”

“Don’t judge him by your standards.”

He gave her a kiss and squeezed her bottom in a proprietorial way. “See you tomorrow, Honey.”

“Sure.” She turned to Jack. “Where are we going?”

“The Royal George?” he said, referring to the pub around the corner.

“Sure. I’ll get changed and be back in ten minutes.”

As she headed towards the wardrobe and make-up rooms, Alan Bignall edged closer to Jack. When the series started, he was shy and hesitant on the set. Now, he bubbled with main character energy. He gave Jack the toothy grin that he, and millions of viewers, thought charming. “I’m sorry I complained about your script, mate.”

A surprising concession. “Forget about it.”

“Though I was right, you know.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Hugo Barnes spends too much time dealing with emotional shit and moral issues. Fuck that. He should be more ‘kick-ass’ as the Americans say. If a crook causes him trouble, he takes him down.”

“You mean, shoots him?”

“Yep, right between the eyes.”

“He killed someone today.”

“Yeah, but that’s the first stiff in five episodes. Not enough.”

“You keep count?”

“Of course.”

“But that’s not how I see the main character. He’s not an action hero. He’s a gritty, morally complex loner always fighting his darker impulses.”

A contemptuous look. “Maybe. But I see him differently, and you should listen to me.”

“Why?”

“I’m the hottest thing on television right now. I keep this show afloat.”

“But viewers like Hugo Barnes the way he is. Why change that?”

“Because he can be better, and I want to become an action-movie star. My agent says that, if Hugo becomes more kick-ass, I’ll get noticed overseas. And, frankly, I prefer playing that sort of role. Other actors can make sad faces and shed tears.”

Jack played for time. “OK, I’ll give it some thought, though it’s too late to make changes this season - shooting is almost finished.”

“Don’t worry, I’m talking about next season if there is one.”

Alarm bells rang. “What do you mean?”

“My contract runs out at the end of this season, and my agent say that I don’t have to sign another if I don’t want. A lot will depend on where my character is heading.”

Shit. This was the first time Jack heard about Bignall jumping ship. If he left, the show would die. Jack had to tread carefully. “Don’t worry, I understand your position. After we finish shooting this season, we’ll sit down and work out where your character is going.”

A suspicious look. “OK.”

Bignall wandered off, and Jack sat on a box, watching Gus Knowles move around the set, blocking some shots for tomorrow. Jack now feared that Bignall would leave the show and cause it to collapse. Bignall was obviously tired of serious acting, which was not his forte, and wanted to bounce around like a pinball. Well, if Bignall wanted to boost the show’s testosterone and turn it into a bloodbath, Jack would reluctantly go along.

He turned and saw Tony Higson, the actor who played Tangey, standing beside him.

Tony was a gaunt-faced guy who specialised in playing druggie characters. He said: “How did I go?”

“That was quite a death rattle.”

“Hah. I practised for a long time last night. It’s a difficult art. I wanted to spin it out without getting too theatrical.”

“It was well judged.”

“Thank you. And the rest?”

“If there were an Oscar for slimy, you’d win it every year. Lots of viewers will cheer when they see you get iced.”

He laughed. “Thanks. Good to hear.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2


[image: ]


For more than a decade, Karen Maitland had been one of Australia’s most popular television actors. Her beauty and wholesomeness won her a huge fanbase and many acting awards.

Jack first met her during the shooting of the pilot episode of Barnes’ Law. She demanded script changes that, Jack had to admit, did improve her character. When he accepted them, to her surprise, she offered to buy him a coffee. After that, they developed a strong friendship. Over lunch or dinner, they discussed personal issues, shared gossip and made each other laugh.

She was not easy to understand. Even off camera, she flitted between roles with dazzling speed. She even admitted to doing that. She once told Jack that: “People think that actors try to fill a void inside with their characters. I don’t. I know who I am. I’m just bored with myself. I love being someone else, even in real life.”

Despite that - or maybe because of it - she was the most exciting and interesting woman Jack had met. Indeed, as their friendship grew, he often fantasised about having a relationship with her. However, she never hinted, so far as he could tell, that she wanted him as a lover. Instead, he watched a succession of deadbeat boyfriends, mostly actors, pass through her life. It was as if she could not fit Jack into her hectic romantic schedule. 

So he was reasonably calm when he read online that she had started a relationship with Bignall. Based on her past form, that relationship wouldn’t last long and, while it did, their friendship would meander along.

That evening, she only needed 10 minutes to transit through the wardrobe and make-up departments and return to the soundstage where Jack was waiting for her. Despite only wearing jeans and a blouse, and no cosmetics, she could still turn heads.

They walked across the studio lot’s quadrangle and through the main building to its foyer. A dumpy security guard in a brown uniform, with slick dark hair and a pasty face, sat behind the counter. Jack tried to remember his name. Rex? Yes, that was it.

However, fortunately, Karen mentioned the guard’s name first. “Evening, Dave. How are you?”

The guy beamed. “Fine, fine, Ms Maitland.”

“Good. See you tomorrow.”

“Yes, see you too.”

As they exited the building, Jack said: “I thought his name was Rex?”

“No, that’s another guard. That was Dave - Dave Potter.”

“Oh, you remember both their names?”

“Of course. They’re big fans of yours truly. Can’t have enough fans.”

The pair walked around the corner and into a flashy bistro-pub called The Royal George Hotel. It was almost full because the owners had the novel idea of serving good pub food.

Most patrons in the saloon bar were city professionals who had dropped into the pub on their way home from work or while walking their well-groomed dogs. To Jack, they were almost a different species. He spent his days sitting at a computer, creating imaginary worlds filled with fictional characters. In those worlds, he was God. But the other pub patrons wheeled and dealed in the real world. They were trapped in reality and experienced only whiffs of fantasy. He pitied them for that.

As the pair crossed the saloon bar, several people spotted Karen and nudged their neighbours. They either recognised her or wondered if they should. Jack felt oddly proud to be her handbag.

They found an empty table in the corner and sat down.

Karen was always determined to pay her way. “It’s my turn. What do you want?”

“The usual, thanks.”

“OK.”

She strode over to the bar to order their usual meals and two glasses of wine. She brought the wine back to the table.

He said: “Thanks for your support on the set.”

“Against Alan?”

“Yes.”

“He should have at least waited until we finished shooting the scene before complaining. So fucking unprofessional.”

“Yeah, but did he have a valid complaint?”

“You mean, should Hugo have kept his pistol and tried a trick shot? Of course not. That would have looked stupid, though I’m not surprised Alan wanted to do that. He wants to make Hugo an action hero. Did you know that?”

“Yeah, he just told me. He said that will help him become an action movie star in Hollywood.”

“Yep, that’s right. In fact, his big ambition is to become the next Spider-Man.”

“Shit. Is there much chance of that?”

“He admits that he’s a dark horse for the role, but thinks they’ll pick a dark horse this time around.” A shrug. “That makes no sense to me, but who knows? He ticks a lot of boxes: good-looking and athletic with a goofy sort of charm. Can’t act, but so what? He only has to make a costume bulge in the right places. In fact, the whole idea is so stupid that it might happen.” 

Jack was alarmed. Bignall had told him that he had no contractual obligation to play Hugo Barnes next season. If he snagged a big Hollywood role, he would be even more reluctant to sign a new deal. “We shall see.”

Karen sipped her wine. “However, there was one problem with the scene that’s been overlooked.”

Jack instinctively raised his emotional fists to defend his script. “Oh, what was wrong with it?”

“Karen keeps getting into trouble, and Hugo keeps rescuing her. She has no agency. She’s like a damsel in distress.”

After desperately racking his brain for a valid defence, Jack had to admit that there was none. “Mmm, I get your point. My only excuse is that having a damsel in distress is an easy way to raise the stakes; just pour into water and stir.”

“I know. But that doesn’t make it right.”

“You mean, you want your character to shoot a few people as well?”

“I wouldn’t go that far. But she should be more proactive.”

“OK, OK. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Good. I’ll give you a pardon this time.”

Jack knew that he might need a few more pardons. He searched around for another topic. She never seemed to mind when he pried into her relationship with Bignall. He headed in that direction. “How are things going with Bignall?”

A shrug. “Oh, OK, I guess.”

“That’s not a great commendation. What’s wrong?”

“The biggest problem is that it’s hard to get his attention. Maybe he’s always like that. Or maybe so much is happening in his life right now, with his career booming, that he can’t focus on people around him. Anyway, we never sit down and talk like you and me. He never listens to my problems or makes me laugh like you.”

Jack was tempted to ask why, then, she wasn’t dating him. “Then why do you hang around with him?”

A wan smile. “Well, for a start, he is very hot - let’s face it - and I love watching his career take off. And, weirdly, I like that he doesn’t demand much. That means I don’t have to give him much. I’m no good at serious relationships, you know. I don’t like the pressure.”

“Sounds empty to me.”

A shrug. “Each to his own.” 

A waiter delivered their meals, and she toyed with her mushroom risotto, fearing the calories. While they gossiped about some actors on Barnes’ Law, Jack realised that she had an American accent. “Why the accent?”

“What do you mean?”

“You sound like a Yank.”

“Oh, I’m practising.”

“For what?”

“Alan isn’t the only one who wants to succeed in the US. When we finish shooting, I’m heading over there for some auditions.”

“What sort of auditions?”

“Not for any big movie roles, of course. I can’t aim that high. But I might get a good role in a big TV series. That’s what I’m focusing on. I’m staring down the barrel at forty. Soon, I’ll be in the death zone for female actors; I’ll only be eligible for mummy roles. If I don’t make it in the US soon, I never will.”

“What about Barnes’ Law?”

She glanced away. “If I get lucky in the US, I’ll try to fit in both shows, of course. I love playing Sharon Babbage.”

“And if you can’t?”

A frown. “I’m contracted to appear for at least one more season. Then I’ll do what’s best for my career, of course.”

Jack realised his biggest fear was not Karen leaving Barnes’ Law. Rather, it was her living in the United States for a long period. That would create a big hole in his life. But he told himself to relax. Most Australian actors who headed for the United States soon returned with their tails between their legs
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